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EDITORIAL

PROGRESS IN WEED CONTROL
In May, 1967, the "Journal of A g r i c u l t u r e " printed a special issue on weed control, w i t h the emphasis on chemicals for
weed control in cereal crops.
This month, just two years later, enough
new information has accumulated to warrant publication of another " t h e m e " issue,
this time w i t h important articles on weed
control in pastures, chemical firebreaks and
chemical ploughing, as well as weed control
in linseed and cereal crops.
T h a t such an issue is warranted is an
indication of the rapid advances in weed
control, especially where the use of chemicals is involved, over the past few years.
W e e d control as a science has in fact
developed so rapidly over the past 15 years
or so that it has reached much the same
status as entomology (insect control) and
plant pathology (disease control).
W e e d control scientists can produce
figures to h i g h l i g h t the importance of their
field.
In the United States of America it
is claimed that losses caused by weeds are
worth some thousands of millions of dollars
a year, and exceed the combined losses from
insects, plant diseases and animal diseases.
Yet acceptance of the importance of
weed control has been slow. No Australian
university has a significant weed control
research programme and relatively little research in this field has been carried out by
other institutions. Most weed control work
has been left to the Departments of Agriculture and the agricultural chemicals
manufacturers. T h e manufacturers have
been quick to exploit the commercial possibilities.
The situation now is t h a t there is a
chemical herbicide f o r nearly every weed
control need.
However, in some cases
chemical control is still too costly for widespread use, the chemicals are not sufficiently selective, or they vary too m u c h with
weather conditions and growth stage, to be
successfully used on a big scale.

These drawbacks are being gradually
overcome, and in Western Australia the
main problem in cereal crops for which a
practical chemical spraying programme is
not in sight is the control of annual grasses.
One f i r m has a $50,000 project aimed at
solution of this problem, working in cooperation with the Department of A g r i c u l ture.
Weed control research in the Western
Australian Department of Agriculture has
concentrated o n —
• Testing the wide range of new chemicals
becoming available
• Measuring the tolerance of crops and
pastures to herbicides
•

Determining the most economical rates,
times and methods of application, and

•

Finding methods of determining whether
or not weed control spraying will be
economically worthwhile f o r practical
farm situations.

New approaches with chemicals are
sought, the research being based on knowledge of the physiology of weed and crop or
pasture plants, and the manner of action
of different rates of chemical on each.
A notable example of the results this
approach can bring is seen in the article
" W e e d Control in Pastures—A Practical
Approach for Sheep Areas". This outlines
a combination of herbicide application with
grazing management to control weeds in
pastures.
For other aspects of weed control, articles
in this issue foreshadow a future when
herbicides could virtually replace ploughing. The ultimate might be the application
of a herbicide before planting the crop, so
that the farmer would have f u l l control of
time of planting. This could lead to earlier
planting of weed-free crops throughout the
State, resulting in an overall average yield
increase of several bushels of wheat an
acre.
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